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The Honorable Gene L. Dodaro

Acting Comptroller General

U.S. Government Accountability Office
Room 7000

441 G Swreet, NNW.

Washington, D.C. 20548

Dear Mr. Dodaro:

Pursuant to the authority granted to it under the Government Accountability Office Personnel
Act of 1980, the Personnel Appeals Board has statutory responsibility to oversee equal
employment opportunity at GAO. The Board performs this function through a process of
review and assessment that includes the conduct of studies and the preparation of evaluative
reports containing its findings, conclusions and recommendations. In exercise of that
authority, the Board is issuing the attached report on the Senior Executive Service at GAO,

Sincerely,
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GAQ's Senior
Executive Service (SES)

Chapter I

Background

The Civil Service Reform Act of 1978 created a Senior Executive Service (SES) for the
Executive branch to ensure that the executive management of the Federal Government would be
“responsive to the needs, policies, and goals of the Nation and otherwise is of the highest
quality.”' Two years later, Congress passed the Government Accountability Office Personnel
Act of 1980 (GAOPA) which established a personnel system for GAO designed to operate
independent of the Executive branch. That same Act created the Personnel Appeals Board (PAB
or the Board) and gave the Comptroller General (CG) the authority to establish a Senior
Executive Service that met the statutory requirements of the Executive branch’s SES corps.”
The SES at GAO came into being in October 1980.°

This study is not the first time that the Board has taken an in-depth look at the SES. In
1998, the Board published an EEO Oversight report entitled Selection into the Senior Executive

Service at GAO (1992-1997) based on a study of the selection process for the SES at GAO over a

' 5U.8.C. §3131.

? 31 U.S.C. §733. “The Comptroller General is free to establish a Senior Executive Service and a system
of merit pay, if the Comptroller wants to do so. If GAO does establish a Senior Executive Service or a
system of merit pay, it must follow certain basic guidelines, parallel to those existing in executive branch
agencies.” 125 Cong. Rec. H9182 (daily ed. Oct. 10, 1979) (statement of Rep. Schroeder).

> GAO Order 0768.1, GAO’s Senior Executive Service (June 1980). Although the Order was
promulgated in June, its effective date was October 5, 1980.



five year period.* In that report, the Board found that, with respect to race, national origin and
gender, the SES corps resembled the composition of the pool of employees eligible for selection.
The Board did note an inconsistency between the available pool of those eligible to apply for
SES positions and selectees by age in that employees below age 50 were disproportionately
successful in being selected and those 50 and over were disproportionately unsuccessful. In
addition, the report concluded that the pool of black and Hispanic employees eligible to apply for
SES vacancies was well below their overall representation in the Agency.’

In 2004, the Board took another look at the SES as part of its overall study of the state of
Equal Employment Opportunity at GAO and found that no Hispanic employees had been
appointed to the SES between the years 1999 and 2004. In addition, black females and
Hispanics constituted a smaller percentage of the SES ranks in comparison to their representation
in the pool of those eligible to apply for SES vacancies. Women continued to make gains in the
executive ranks and older employees and persons with disabilities were appointed to the SES in

much higher numbers than was the case in the Board’s 1998 study.’

Methodology

In its most recent study, which focused on retention at GAO, among the issues the Board
looked at was diversity in the supervisory and management ranks. In its report, the Board

compared the SES at GAO in 1997 to the SES at GAO in 2009 and observed the following:

* EEO Oversight studies are conducted pursuant to the Board’s mandate to review and evaluate the
regulations, procedures and practices of GAO as they relate to equal employment opportunity and to
assess the Agency’s efforts in a particular area. 31 U.S.C. §732(f)(2)(A); 4 C.F.R. §§28.91, 28.92(b).

> Selection Into the Senior Executive Service at GAO (1992-1997) at 31 (1998) [hereinafter Selection into
the SES]. The Board’s EEO Oversight reports are available at www.pab.gao.gov.

8 The State of Equal Employment Opportunity at GAO in the 21" Century at 37-38 (Oct. 2005).


http://www.pab.gao.gov/

With the exception of white females, over the span of 12 years, little
progress has actually been made in the overall diversity in the SES
corps at GAO, with black males and Asian females remaining static
and with Asian males and black and Hispanic females making gains,
the latter increasing in number from two to four.’

Those observations led the Board to conclude that further study of the SES at GAO was
both warranted and timely. Much like in its earlier report, the Board is focusing on the “feeder
pool” for the SES in this study that covers the years 2001 through 2009.® The analysis of the
data relevant to that pool allows a comparison of the representation of employees, by race,
gender, national origin, age and disability, in the Agency, as a whole, in the pool of those eligible
to apply for SES positions, and in the pool of those internal candidates who applied for SES
vacancies.’

In addition, the report will compare the SES employees at GAO to those working in a

number of similarly sized Executive branch agencies.

The SES at a Glance

The following charts show the composition of the SES at GAO and within the Executive

branch by race, national origin, and gender during the time period of this study.

" The Retention of New Hires at GAO (forthcoming 2010).

¥ The feeder pool is a term meant to describe those employees at GAO who are eligible to apply for SES
vacancies (also known as developmental or successor pools). At GAO, that means Band III analysts,
specialists, and attorneys, and PT-IV and MS-II for some vacancies. The analyst and analyst-related
population remains the predominant feeder pool for the Executive Candidate Assessment and
Development Program (ECADP).

? As of December 2009, GAO’s workforce was 69.4% white and 30.6% minority. African Americans
made up 18% of GAO employees; Asian Americans, 7.4%; and Hispanics, 4.7%; the feeder pool was
80.2% white and 19.8% minority. African Americans were 11.7% of the pool; Asian Americans, 4.2%;
Hispanics, 3.8%; and American Indian, .1%.















Table 16: SES Feeder Pool by age (1995, 2001 & 2009) & Change in Percentage from 1995
to 2009

<40 40 - 49 50 + Total

1995 80 320 250 650
12.3% 49.2% 38.5% 100%

2001 69 226 308 603
11.4% 37.5% 51.1% | 100%

2009 71 227 341 639
11.1% 35.5% 53.4% | 100%

Change in

Percentage | 1 70/ -13.7% | +14.9%

1995-2009

Source: Analysis of GAO data

Table 17: Change in Percentage for Selectees for the ECADP from 1992-97 to 2001-09 by
age

<40 40 - 49 50 + Total
1992-1997 7 33 3 43
16.3% 76.7% 7% 100%
2001-2009 6 32 32 70
8.6% 45.7% 45.7% | 100%
Change in
percentage | - 7.7% -31% + 38.7%

Source: Analysis of GAO data
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We have conducted annual employee feedback surveys for more than 10 years.
The annual survey helps measure how well we are supporting our staff and
providing an environment that fosters professional growth. The web-based survey,
which is conducted by an outside contractor to ensure the confidentiality of every
respondent, is administered to all employees once a year. Through the survey,
staff are encouraged to indicate what they think about GAO’s work environment
and organizational culture and how they rate their managers — from immediate
supervisors to the Executive Committee — on key aspects of their leadership
styles. These aspects include the extent to which managers empower their teams,
build trust, provide recognition, act decisively, lead by example, value diversity,
ensure equal opportunity, and provide work/life balance. Beginning in 2008, we
added three inclusive culture questions to our survey. We found that a higher
percentage of staff overall gave more favorable responses to each of the questions
in 2009 than in 2008 and a lower percentage of staff gave negative responses. For
example, in response to a question on the extent to which managers/supervisors/
team leaders work well with employees of different backgrounds, 72.4 percent of
the employees gave a positive response in 2008 and 76 percent gave a positive
response in 2009. Survey results are reported annually in GAO's Performance &
Accountability Report and are available to staff via an Intranet website, Notices,
and Management News. Detailed data analyses are provided at the team and the
GAO-wide level, and team managers are specifically accountable in their SES
contracts for addressing the results. Further, we have been doing trend analysis
of our survey responses and found that generally our employee responses to the
survey are very positive. Based on the responses, GAO has been ranked as the
second best place to work in the federal government among large federal agencies
in the Partnership for Public Service’s rankings.

We have also conducted GAO-wide reviews of promotion and performance
management activities for several years. These reviews are intended to provide
reasonable assurance that these processes are conducted consistently and
appropriately across the agency and produce outcomes that are consistent with
GAOQO’s commitment to fair and equitable treatment of all staff. The Managing
Director of the Office of Opportunity and Inclusiveness and the Special Assistant
to the Acting Comptroller for Diversity Issues play key roles in these reviews.
Also, these reviews and subsequent discussions with appropriate senior
executives provide GAO’s Executive Committee with assurances that our senior
executives are aware of and act in a manner that supports our diversity and
inclusion goals.

Additionally, we launched our 2-part diversity training program in March 2010.
The training, which is focused on valuing people, is designed to help our
participants (1) understand the definition of diversity and inclusion, (2) increase
their awareness of diversity best practices (3) identify and discuss diversity-
related issues, and (4) learn and apply a model for developing plans to address
issues. We initiated the training delivery with the Managing Directors and
Executive Committee, with all employees scheduled to participate in this training
during the next year. Diversity training is a best practice intended to help
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managers better understand issues related to working with diverse employees and
better support an inclusive work environment.

e The agency should try to attract a greater diversity of external applicants for its
SES vacancies by continuing to target relevant professional associations with
diverse membership.

Recently, we identified several professional associations with diverse
memberships with whom we can develop and enhance relationships to improve
the diversity of our applicant pools. We will continue our outreach to these
associations for future opportunities, as we are committed to continuing our
efforts to attract diverse applicants for our SES vacancies. As noted in the report,
we have advertised our Executive Candidate and Development Program
(EACDP) opportunities to internal and external candidates for many years. Also,
we have recruited broadly for other executive positions. In the last two years
alone, GAO successfully hired several diverse external candidates for a number
of key executive positions (e.g. the Deputy Managing Director for Controller and
Administrative Services Office (currently the Controller and Deputy CFO),
Deputy Chief Human Capital Officer (currently the Chief Human Capital Officer),
Managing Director for Opportunity and Inclusiveness, and Chief Learning
Officer). We also hired an external candidate as GAO’s Chief Scientist.

o The agency or O&I should survey its Band Ill population to determine their level
of interest in the SES; their reasons, if any, for opting out of consideration; and
whether they perceive any barriers in the application process.

We agree that it is important to have a good understanding of the reasons eligible
employees may opt out of consideration for the SES, and this is a regular
discussion area for our Executive Resources Board (ERB). We have found,
consistent with the Senior Executives Association’s report on Attracting the Next
Generation of Federal Leaders, that one of the main detractors cited by our
employees for applying to the SES was the potential negative impact on the
balance of work and family responsibilities.

Further, our SES members, as part of their performance management
responsibilities, discuss with staff their interest in promotion opportunities. We
solicit feedback from these discussions to determine whether there are any
emerging cross-cutting issues that we should address. The results of these
discussions inform our Workforce Diversity Plan, as well as appropriate internal
initiatives.

We are actively engaged in examining data on the percentages of eligible staff and
applicants at the Band III and other band levels to determine the extent to which
eligible employees are not applying for promotion opportunities. In our 2010
Workforce Diversity Plan, we noted that for the most part, the representation of
women, minorities and staff 40 years old and over who were promoted equaled or
exceeded their representation in the respective applicant pools. For example,
African Americans comprised 10 percent of the applicants and 15 percent of the
staff (March 2010) promoted to Band III positions (which exceeds representation
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in the relevant civilian labor force). Also, this document provides data on the
eligible staff for the promotion opportunities in the analyst and analyst-related
positions during the last year, as well as data on those selected for promotions in
the attorney and APSS communities. We will continue to monitor these and other
data and take steps as needed to address issues that may negatively impact the
diversity of our future leadership corps.

As the report recognizes, GAO’s executive corps has increased in many areas of
representation over the last eight years. Further, the report notes that GAO
compares favorably to the Executive Branch in minority representation in its SES
and has a significantly higher percentage of females compared to the Executive
Branch. We agree that we still have room for improvement in some of our racial
groups, and we are heartened by the representation of women and minorities in
our feeder pools. We will continue our efforts to maximize their interest in and
promotion to the SES level.

e Since 1990, the Board has been recommending that GAO encourage its employees
to update information about their disability status on an annual basis.

In March 2010, we requested updated information from all staff on their personnel
information, including disability status, race, ethnicity, and veteran status to
ensure the accuracy of the information. Employees were asked to submit change
requests on or before April 23, 2010, and we received three requests for changes
to disability status. The appropriate corrective actions are being processed, and
HCO is continuing to work with various organizational stakeholders to enhance
the timeliness and quality of agency-wide workforce data. We are committed to
undertaking updates to our employees’ personnel data on a regular and recurring
basis.

We remain committed to maintaining a work environment in which everyone can
maximize his or her contribution to the agency and having a diverse workforce at all
levels. Our diversity and inclusion strategy includes several key components and
many efforts. While, as noted in your report, we have made gains in the
representation of women and minorities in our SES and feeder pools, we plan to
continue our efforts with the goal of enhancing this representation as we move
forward.

Again, thank you for the opportunity to comment on this report. I am happy to
discuss any questions or requests for additional information.

Sincerely yours,

V%«'W/ e

Patrina M. Clark
Chief Human Capital Officer
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